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of the masses—that is, their progressive advance." But these
qualifications are apt to be forgotten, and are indeed secondary.
Renan's great fundamental conviction is the need for such an
aristocracy, his great dread is the growing passion for equality,
which was to him the chief feature of what he called Socialism.
The " Liberalism " for which he stood was therefore the
very special interpretation which the term has received in
modern France, It included of course economic and political
freedom from the over-interference of the State: " individual
freedom, competition, rivalry are the conditions of any civil-
ization ; better the iniquities of the present order than the
hard labour of Socialism." It meant also the freedom of those
" naturally " fit to govern from the whims and fancies of the
so-called unfit. " The opinion of the majority has the right to
prevail only when it represents reason and the most enlightened
opinion. The only sovereign by divine right is reason. . . . For
a long while yet mankind will need to have good done to it in
spite of itself; here can be no blind obedience to mere opinion."1
In other terms, we must be left.undisturbed to govern accord-
ing to our light. If democracy be based on the principle that
" the rich cannot be trusted to speak for the poor, or the wise
for the unlearned," then indeed Renan was no democrat.
The trouble is, as can be expected, that most of those who
have followed him as a political prophet have fastened upon
his criticism of the masses, and forgotten the restrictions he
placed on the true function of the governing aristocracy. For
him there was no privilege without responsibility; not so for
all his followers, and Renan's philosophy has remained one
of the defences of a narrow political conservatism.
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The question may now be asked whether he really made a
definite contribution to political thought.
The answer to this would be, we think, that on the whole
he did not, directly at least, although he gave much indirectly
as an inspirer of that form of social conservatism that became
1 Avenir de la Science, p. 342. He considered that " the latter half of the
Second Empire perhaps gave the greatest amount of freedom realizable in
France without provoking excesses " (Feuilles detachees, p. 149).
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